Achievement Testing in the EFL Classroom by unknown
Achievement Testing In The EFL Classroom 
Larry J. Sinnott 
Asia University
Introduction 
      The testing and evaluation of second language learners is 
controversial, complex, and time consuming. Presented here is a 
brief overview of achievement testing. Achievement is measured 
by the progress made towards learning the objectives and goals 
of the target language. It is beyond the scope of this paper to 
address the thousands of catch phrases and perplexities 
associated with the testing of second language acquisition; 
therefore, I will not go into detail on the differences between 
progress-achievement testing and final-achievement testing, or 
the syllabus-content approach to testing vs. the objective 
approach to testing, discrete-point testing, integrative or 
pragmatic testing, direct vs. indirect testing, or subjective 
vs. objective points of view and so on. Instead, some basic 
guidelines, along with a few do's and don'ts of achievement 
testing, will be the focus of this paper. 
Testing Characteristics to Consider 
     There are distinct guidelines that govern achievement 
testing. Such guidelines, basic but necessary, are derived from 
the objectives and goals of the curriculum and syllabi. A test 
writer must also take into consideration validity, reliability, 
and feasibility when preparing an exam. 
     Objectives and goals of a curriculum are the nucleus of all 
language programs and a syllabus is the map instructors and 
students follow to realize curriculum goals and objectives.
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If the objectives and goals of a curriculum specify that 
students learn communicative skills in listening and speaking 
only, for example, then syllabi, teaching, and testing must 
focus only on these areas. 
      There are many aspects of validity that could be 
considered, i.e. criterion-related validity, content validity, 
face validity, and so on; however, it will suffice to say that 
in order for a test to be valid, it must measure what it is 
intended to measure. For example, if an instructor is teaching 
the skill of scanning and tests the students by asking them to 
scan a text for a specific piece of information, such as a 
particular name or date, and then requires the student to 
summarize the main idea, the test would be invalid because 
summarizing the main idea is a skimming task. A valid test must 
target only the skills that have been covered in the classroom 
and can only evaluate  data specifically asked for in the 
instructions. 
      There are also numerous aspects of reliability to consider. 
Hughes (1989) discusses, in detail, aspects such as reliability 
coefficient, standard error of measurement, test-retest method, 
alternate forms methods, scoring reliability, and so on. 
Basically, however, a test that is reliable is a test that 
measures a students progress with consistency. 
      Some features that make tests  unreliable  are: unclear 
instructions, ambiguous questions, items that result in 
guessing, and test administration (Hughes,  1989). Reliability 
is a must for an achievement test. 
      Another aspect of achievement testing that must be 
considered is feasibility. Feasibility concerns are cost, time, 
                              —112—
politics, etc. For the language instructor who teaches 5 to 7 
classes per week with 20 to 25 students in each class, time 
becomes a major factor. 
     One example of test feasibility is found in the testing of 
oral proficiency. That is, is it feasible for a language 
teacher to evaluate 100 to 200 students' oral achievement? If 
we do a quick calculation, we find that at five minutes each 
(teacher/learner), it would take  12  and  one-half  hours  to test 
150 students. One might naturally question the feasibility of 
such a test. One might also question the validity of a five 
minute oral achievement test. That is, is five minutes a fair 
amount of time to evaluate students' speaking abilities? Hughes 
(1989) suggests that an achievement test should last as long as 
possible--perhaps as much as thirty minutes. If we use Hughes' 
guide lines, it would take approximately 75 hours to test the 
same 150 students. 
      In EFL classes of the size mentioned above, time 
feasibility must be considered in the testing of all language 
skills. Testing and evaluation, however, come with the 
territory--time consuming or not. 
      In an EFL classroom where the abilities of students may 
vary from one extreme to the other, Criterion-Referencing 
testing vs. Norm-Referencing testing should also be considered. 
Henning (1987) defines these terms: 
             A criterion-referenced test is one that assesses 
            achievement or performance against a cut-off score 
           that is determined as a reflection of mastery or
            attainment of specified objectives. Focus is on
            ability to perform tasks rather than group ranking. 
            A norm-referenced test evaluates ability against a 
            standard of mean or normative performance of a group.
            It usually implies standardization through prior 
            administration to a large sample of examinees
 (Glossary).
Basically, a criterion-referenced test tests the achievements of 
an individual student; whereas a norm-referenced test compares 
the achievement of one student to that of other students. It is 
my opinion that in the EFL classroom, where students vary in 
ability, the instructor utilized criterion-referenced testing. 
Testing Format 
      Test format is extremely important and is applicable to the 
testing of all language skill areas. The format of a test 
should be familiar to all students. If, for example, an 
instructor is giving a multiple choice test on reading 
comprehension, it is necessary that students be familiar with 
the multiple choice format. This includes phrase choices such 
as "none of the above," and "all of the above." If we give a 
 doze test to students as an achievement test in grammar, and 
they have not seen or have not been tested in this manner 
before, the test would certainly be unreliable. We cannot take 
for granted or assume that all students in an EFL classroom have 
taken  doze tests, true/false, or multiple choice tests. 
      Objectives and goals of the curriculum and syllabi are the 
guidelines for achievement testing. In order for students to 
excel, they must know what is expected of them from the 
beginning of the course. A syllabus should be distributed to 
all students at the beginning of the term outlining goals and 
objectives. 
Do's and Don'ts of Achievement Testing 
      There are four macro-language skills in the English 
language. They are listening, speaking, reading, and writing . 
All other skills, pronunciation, spelling, mechanics, and so 
forth, are sub skills or micro skills.
Listening: What to Test? 
     Listening, like reading, is a receptive skill; therefore, 
many of the objectives may be the same. For example, we can 
read for the main idea of a text as well as listen for the main 
idea in a dialogue or conversation. According to Hughes (1989), 
some listening operations might be: listening for specific 
information, listening for the main idea, following directions, 
interpreting intonation (sarcasm), and recognizing function 
(interrogative, request,  command). 
      Two ways to practice listening comprehension are note 
taking during a short lecture and sentence dictation. Students 
listening to lectures may be listening for the main idea or for 
specific information, whereas students listening to sentence 
dictation may be listening for pronunciation, form, or tense. 
      In a dictation test where students are expected to write 
exactly what the instructor has dictated, spelling should not 
count as long as answers are comprehensible. For example, if a 
student spells "cars," "carz," it should not be counted wrong 
because the student realizes that it is a plural and therefore 
requires a plural marker. In other words, the form is correct 
even though the spelling is not. 
      On the other hand, on the same dictation test, if a student 
does not hear the third person singular "s" on verbs, it should 
be counted wrong. For example, in the sentence, "Yuko eats 
breakfast every day," the third person verb marker must be there 
no matter if it is an  "s" or a "z." If the third person 
singular verb marker or the plural "s" is missing, the student 
did not hear it and it should be counted wrong.
—115—
      The same rules apply to past tense verbs. If a student 
spells "jumped"  "jumpt" it should not be counted wrong, as we 
are not testing spelling, we are testing listening. 
      Here are two sample sentences for listening dictation and 
possible ways on how to score them. 
      1. Most of the girls and boys in my class are going 
            to the party. 
This sentence is worth 14 points. One point for each word in 
the sentence. If the plural marker "s" is left off the words 
"girls" and "boys ," however, the student should receive only 12 
points. 
      2. Koji pickt up the dog. 
This sentence is worth 5 points. One point for each word in the 
sentence. Even though "picked" is spelled wrong, the past tense 
marker is there which means the student heard it; therefore, it 
should not be counted incorrect and the student should receive 
all 5 points. 
      If the instructor wishes to fortify the notion that a 
sentence must start with a capital letter and end with a period, 
question mark, or exclamation mark, he/she can make the first 
word of the sentence worth 2 points and the stop mark at the end 
of the sentence worth one point. In this case, sentence (1) 
would be worth 16 points and sentence (2) would be worth 7 
points. 
      A very effective warm-up exercise in an  EFL classroom where 
oral interaction is the medium of instruction, regardless of the 
skill being taught, is a listening exercise. A listening 
exercise gets the students in tune, so to speak, with listening 
to English and listening to the instructor. A listening warm-up 
may be no more than the telling of an interesting story or
presenting a cultural explanation. To make sure students 
understand that they are required to listen, a short quiz may 
sometimes be in order. 
What Not to do on a Listening Test 
      If you are going to use a tape or a movie, you must make 
sure that the quality of the tape is good, vocabulary and 
dialect are familiar, students know the difference between a 
monologue and a dialogue, acoustics are equal in all parts of 
the room, and students know the reason or goal for the listening 
test. If these elements are missing, the test will not be valid 
and may be suspect to reliability as well. It seems to be the 
general consensus that using a good tape is the best way to test 
listening, as uniformity is of utmost importance. 
      In a listening test, students must know the reason they are 
listening. That is, are they listening to respond to a question 
or comment, or are they listening for specific information? If 
students do not have this information, the test is not reliable. 
      Multiple choice listening tests, according to Hughes 
(1989), create a disadvantage for students because they must 
keep too much information in their heads before they are able to 
read the answers to determine the correct response. If a 
multiple choice test is the only option for a listening 
comprehension achievement exam, keep the answers short. 
      Writing answers may be invalid as well because although a 
student may be able to understand what is being said, he/she may 
not know how to write well enough to communicate his/her 
interpretations (Long & Richards,  1987).
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Speaking: What to Test? 
      Speaking and writing are productive skills and because they 
are so time consuming, feasibility must be considered . Assuming 
that we are going to test speaking skills, and assuming one 
objective is to be able to interact successfully in the target 
language, some operations to evaluate may be expressing thanks, 
giving opinions, commenting, apologizing, giving directions, 
asking for help, warnings, eliciting information, persuading , 
and ordering (Hughes,  1989). 
      Hughes lists levels of performance as: accuracy 
(pronunciation,  grammar), appropriacy (the intention is  clear), 
range (expressing without searching for  words), flexibility 
(able to take initiative in a conversation, change  subjects), 
size (amount of  discourse). 
      One way of testing speaking achievement is one-on-one 
communication with the teacher. Another is to test four or five 
students at a time. In the latter, the teacher may have four or 
five students discuss and make plans for taking a trip (role 
 play) and let them figure out by talking and responding to each 
other how they will travel, where they will stay, how much money 
it will cost, time limits, places to see, and so on (Wells, 
 1988). The operations and the levels of performance listed 
above can act as guides to the evaluation . Again, you must make 
sure that the students have practiced this type of interaction 
and know what is expected of them before testing them in this 
manner. 
      I believe that testing listening and testing speaking can 
be done simultaneously. These skills can be tested effectively 
and feasibly in the classroom by having students give oral 
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presentations while other students listen, ask questions, and 
make comments. If the objective is communicative competence, 
there must be a back and forth dialogue between the 
interlocutors. For example, if a speaker is presenting a story 
about her favorite ski trip and a listener asks, "Do you own 
your own equipment?" the speaker, after answering yes or no, 
might ask the listener if he skis and if so does he own his own 
equipment. If further dialogue takes place, such as, "We should 
go skiing together sometime," jump for joy, for this is real-
life oral/aural communication! This type of testing can be done 
in a reasonable amount of time giving all students in the 
classroom a chance to listen and speak. 
What Not to do on a Speaking Test 
     The only valid and reliable way to test speaking skills is 
to have students speak. It is unreasonable, in my opinion, to 
attempt any other format. 
Reading: What to Test? 
      Some functions to consider when testing reading are: 
scanning, skimming, pronoun reference, main idea, specific 
information, guessing, and inferring. A wide range of texts 
used to practice reading in the classroom should be considered. 
Such texts may include: textbooks, magazines, letters, 
newspaper articles and so forth. Hughes (1989) points out that 
a limited range of text types may encourage a narrow range of 
reading materials by the students. Reading exams should reflect 
only the type of texts that students are familiar with; 
otherwise, the test will be invalid and unreliable. 
      Time testing in reading is often used for the evaluation of 
all the above functions. Here, students are given a limited 
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amount of time to complete a certain task. For example, 
teachers can have students read a short article or clipping from 
a text or magazine and look for certain information (scanning), 
or have them write, in one or two sentences, the main idea 
 (skimming). The same can be done for pronoun reference, 
guessing, and inferring. For example, who does "he" refer to in 
the second sentence of the third paragraph? The amount of time 
to complete a task can vary from 5 seconds to 30 minutes 
depending on what the student has been asked to do. 
What Not to do on a Reading Test 
      Having students write answers for a reading test can be 
inappropriate. Some students may read very well but have 
difficulties writing down their ideas. Multiple-choice reading 
exams are appropriate solutions. True/false questions give a 
50/50 chance for a correct guess. Adding another option, such 
as, 'neither one' reduces the likelihood of guessing to 33 and 
one-third percent. 
Writing: What to Test? 
      Essays including essay format, topic sentences, 
transitional sentences, opening paragraphs, the body of the 
essay, and the conclusion of the essay are good for testing 
writing abilities; however, feasibility, as I have mentioned, 
may need to be considered. 
      When testing writing, a good rule of thumb is to correct 
only that which you have taught and teach only one new element 
of the writing process at a time. Go slow and build on what you 
have studied in the classroom. Too many marks on a paper is 
frustrating and distressing for any student. Being able to 
write a good three to five paragraph essay can easily take all
year. Writing is a process and each new element needs 
explanation. 
     Holistic scoring is a good way to get an impression of a 
piece of writing. Reading a paper for its holistic value should 
be done quickly. For holistic scoring, read for first 
impression and only be concerned with readability. For example, 
if an essay is organized, fluent, stays on topic, and is 
understandable, it may score a 3 or 4 out of a possible 4 points 
on a holistic scale. If the essay is unorganized and skips 
around from topic to topic and is difficult to understand, it 
may score only 1 or 2 points out of a possible 4 points on the 
holistic scale. 
      Holistic scoring can vary depending on the objectives of 
the test. An instructor may wish to use a range from 0 to 100 
points where 100-90 points rates excellent, 89-80 points rates 
above average, 79-70 points rates average, and 69 points and 
below rates below average. You can also use (+) for above 
average,  (4) for average, and (-) for below average. 
      In A Curriculum (1990), published by Eastern Washington 
University, possible components to look for in a writing test 
are: content (one idea expressed), organization (strong topic 
 sentence), vocabulary (mostly correct word forms), language use 
(complete sentences, tense, articles), and mechanics (capitals, 
spelling, commas, and periods. 
      Writing a letter, a postcard, filling in a questionnaire 
and writing and essay are reasonable goals for all students 
 studying a foreign language.
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What Not to do on a Writing Test 
     When testing only writing ability, we must be careful not 
to be too concerned about creativity, imagination, intelligence, 
good reasons for opinions, or if the student has a wide general 
knowledge (Hughes,  1989). If we are teaching, argumentative, 
comparison, cause and effect, etc. essay writing, then 
naturally, elements such as, argument, comparison/contrast, and 
creativity will be factors for scoring. If we are teaching and 
testing topic sentences we must not be to critical of simple 
grammar mistakes or correct word forms. 
     As with all testing (with the possible exception of 
reading), it is important not to make the instructions a reading 
comprehension test. That is, the instructions should be clear, 
short, and in a language that the student can understand. 
      When commenting on a student's writing, remarks such as, 
"please explain" and "more detail" are often times too vague for 
students; however, if we write, "this sounds very interesting. 
On your next draft could you tell me more about it?" usually 
solicits a positive response from the student. 
      Finally, positive feedback goes a long, long way in any 
classroom. A happy face, or "This is a good sentence", or "I 
understand what you mean," builds confidence, motivation, and 
means so very, very much to the struggling second language 
learner. 
Conclusion 
      This paper has been a very brief overview for achievement 
testing in the EFL classroom. There is much to consider when 
preparing a test and it can certainly be overwhelming. However, 
there are a few strict guidelines to follow when devising a test 
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if it is to be valid and reliable. There are hundreds of texts 
on the controversial subject of testing and evaluation. The 
basic do's and  don'ts that I have suggested are fundamental. I 
would suggest that the serious test-writer research the 
discipline with concentrated dedication.
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